9/16/22, 11:47 AM

Case 181G T B R B 85 BT o

POLITICS POWER - STATE GOVERNMENT

Maryland foster children are being kept overnight in
hotels and downtown office buildings

The placements are a last resort when no other options are available in
foster care and group homes, social workers say
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Foster children are living in hotels around the state and spending nights at a
commercial office building in downtown Baltimore when no other options are
available, a failure of the state agency overseeing local social services departments,

according to those who represent and care for the kids.

The practice also violates federal and state laws, attorneys representing the

children said.

About 11 children spent at least one night in the Baltimore City Department of Social
Services office building on Calvert Street in the first six months of 2022. The agency
has outfitted the office building with beds, a shower and a play area to keep children
overnight, officials confirmed. About 56 children have spent a total of 200 hours in
the offices in the first six months of this year, according to attorneys and the

Maryland Department of Human Services.

Teenagers also are living in hotel rooms, often supervised by a contract worker in
the hallway who is responsible for multiple children, according to Erica LeMon,
director of advocacy for children’s rights at Maryland Legal Aid. This year, 23

children represented by Legal Aid have stayed for two nights or more in hotels,
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only represents about half the children in foster care in the state. In Prince George’s,

she said, some teenagers have been relegated to homeless shelters.

‘Better than being homeless’
Attorneys said the teenagers in hotels often only have access to a small refrigerator

and gift cards to fast food restaurants and convenience stores. They are expected
to feed themselves, keep track of their medications and do their own laundry. The
attorneys said the practice is concerning for many reasons, particularly because

these children often have complex mental health needs.

“That is a standard they have decided is okay because it is better than being
homeless,” said Amy Petkovsek, deputy chief counsel at Maryland Legal Aid. “These
children are often abused or neglected, and this is how the state is choosing to raise

them.”
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With a reduced caseload of about 35 children, Petkovsek said at least six of her

clients are being housed in hotels. Some are there for months or even longer. The
practice came about during the coronavirus pandemic and has not scaled back, she
added.

“I’'m not blaming the social workers; they are doing the absolute best they can. It’s a

system problem — a state of Maryland system problem,” Petkovsek said.

These placements are considered a last resort for social workers to hold children
when foster families, group homes or other residential facilities aren’t available.
Though itisillegal, state employees and social workers say it sometimes is the best

option for kids with intense needs.

A spokesperson from the state Department of Human Services said the number of
children who are kept in unlicensed facilities represents about 3% of the total
number of children in the agency’s care. That number was consistent despite the
challenges brought on by the coronavirus pandemic, DHS spokeswoman Katherine

Morris said.

“Our local Departments of Social Services make every effort to place all youth within
a 4-hour time period through an exhaustive placement search; however in some

instances an appropriate placement is not readily identifiable for every youthasa *
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result of significant placement challenges,” Morris said in an email, adding that

mobile crisis services are dispatched to children who refuse placements.

A dearth of options

This phenomenon underscores a statewide shortfall of placement options for
children with complex emotional and behavioral needs. The Baltimore Banner
reported last month that hundreds of children, many of them foster children, have
been stuck living in emergency departments and other sections of hospitals for
weeks and months, even though they have no medical reason for being there and

often take beds away from needy patients.

[Maryland kids in distress are being kept in emergency departments for weeks,

months |

A Baltimore Banner analysis of these children found that 80-100 kids in state
custody every year are staying in hospitals longer than medically necessary — for
weeks and sometimes months. The analysis also found that the number of hospital
stays past the point of medical necessity for these children increased as out-of-

state placements dropped, signifying a dearth of options in Maryland.

Ideally, a wide spectrum of public and private services would be available in
Maryland for children and families with complex and specialized needs, including
family therapy, mobile crisis teams and short- and long-term inpatient and
outpatient treatment facilities. But state officials, attorneys, health care workers
and social workers say public options have been scaled back over the last decade,

causing shortfalls in the availability of other placements.

Many of the children staying in the offices are teenagers for whom social workers
have not been able to secure placements. Others have left other placements and
returned to the Baltimore City DSS office building on Calvert Street because they

didn’t feel safe or cared for at their assigned place
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